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From Memo to Dialogue:
Enacting Genres of Communication in Electronic Media
ABSTRACT
This study uses the concept of genres of organizational communication to investigate
the use of electronic mail by a distributed group in a three-year design project. We
found that this group's genre repertoire includes three variants of traditional genres
(memo, proposal, ballot) and one new genre that appears to have arisen in the
electronic medium (dialogue). As expected, use of the traditional genre declined and
use of the new genre increased during the project. The group's genre enactment was
influenced by its social history, project life cycle, and the capabilities of its electronic
medium. These findings reveal that communication patterns--often seen as inevitable
consequences of new media--may be transient points in an evolution shaped by
previous genres and the social context.
ii
In the last decade, recently introduced communication technologies such as voice mail,
electronic mail, and facsimile have proliferated in the workplace, significantly altering ways in
which people in organizations communicate. These changes have made more pressing the attempt
to understand the role of these media in organizational communication. Most research studying the
relationship between media and organizational communication has taken one of two approaches:
focusing on the conditions determining media choice by organizational actors (e.g., Daft and
Lengel, 1986; Sitkin, Sutcliffe, and Barrios-Chaplin 1992; Trevino, Lengel, and Daft, 1987); and
examining the effects of media, particularly new media, on communication in organizations (see
reviews by Culnan and Markus, 1987; Kraemer and Pinsonneault, 1990). Both streams of
research have contributed to our understanding of the relationship between communication and
media in organizations. They have, nevertheless, left key aspects of the relationship unexplored.
Whether focusing on the choice or effects of media, this research has largely glossed over time and
context, assuming that media are relatively stable in their characteristics and use across situations
and over time. Moreover, in focusing on one or other of these perspectives, research has ignored
the dialectical process through which choice and use of media lead to certain effects--intended and
unintended--which, in turn, shape future choice and use.
In contrast to this literature, historical and contemporary accounts suggest that the nature,
perception, and use of media evolve over time, especially during early decades of use, often
following divergent paths of development in different social contexts. The telephone, for example,
was initially demonstrated to the public as a broadcasting device that transmitted music, dramatic
readings, or news from one location to a large audience assembled in another (Aronson, 1977).
Even after interactive, point-to-point use of the telephone became dominant, patterns of use varied
in different contexts, influenced by both economic and social factors. Around the turn of the
century, for example, rich British households often relegated the telephone to the service quarters
where servants placed and answered calls for owners, while in the U.S., telephones were more
likely to be used by homeowners than by servants. There is also evidence of media adaptation to
social context in the use patterns of more recently introduced technologies. Cellular telephones, for
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example, have recently gained popularity in the U.S. and Japan, but the norms for appropriate use
have diverged, shaped by differing social contexts. Japanese customs of politeness and
consideration of others have led to widespread voluntary and mandatory restrictions on use of
these telephones where such use might annoy others (Boston Globe, July 9, 1992), a situation
quite different from that found in the U.S.
Some scholars have begun to address issues of ongoing interaction between media and
organizational communication in particular contexts. Historians and sociologists of technology
have explored the social construction of technological systems such as communication media in
particular historical contexts (see reviews and examples of this literature in Bijker, Hughes, and
Pinch, 1987). The social influence model of media choice (Fulk, Schmitz, and Steinfield, 1990;
Schmitz and Fulk, 1991) has addressed contextual, though not temporal, variation in how media
are perceived. A few researchers used structuration theory (Giddens, 1984) to capture the
reciprocal interaction between media and communication in organizations over time, developing
perspectives which incorporate temporal, contextual, and processual elements (Contractor and
Eisenberg, 1990; Poole and DeSanctis, 1990). Within this same structurational framework, Yates
and Orlikowski (1992) have proposed the notion of genres of organizational communication as a
way of conceptualizing the patterns of communication that emerge over time when the
communicative actions of individuals interact with the social context and media.
In this paper we use genre theory to explore how the medium of electronic mail was used to
support the interactions of an ad hoc inter-organizational work group during a three-year project.
We show that the group's interaction patterns can usefully be understood in terms of the genres of
communication they enacted over time. These genres, in turn, were influenced by the participants'
social history, their project life cycle, and the capabilities of the electronic mail medium. Further,
we show that explicating this group's genre repertoire (the set of genres enacted by members) over
time provides valuable insights into the functioning of the group, that is, how it performs,
interprets, interacts, remembers, and changes over time. We argue that such understanding can
shed light on the role and relative importance of institutionalized versus emergent communicative
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practices in groups, organizations, and more broadly in society. It thus provides a powerful way of
explaining and anticipating social changes associated with widespread adoption of new media
GENRES OF ORGANIZATIONAL COMMUNICATION
The concept of genre, drawn from literary, rhetorical, and linguistic theory, describes
widely recognized types of discourse such as the epic, the sonnet, the constitution, and the judicial
opinion. Literary critics have traditionally defined genre relatively loosely to refer to a classification
of literary works based on form and topic (e.g., the novel, poetry, and drama). Rhetoricians have
classified a wider range of discourse into genres (e.g., the elegy, inaugural address, and
experimental scientific article) by a variety of characteristics including form, subject, audience, and
situation (for a more extensive treatment see Campbell and Jamieson 1978, Miller 1984, and
Swales 1990). In organizational communication, Yates and Orlikowski (1992) have shown that the
genre concept can be applied to conventional communicative practices such as committee meetings,
memos, or audit reports (e.g., Devitt, 1991; Smart, 1990). Such genres are used in typical
situations and are characterized by distinctive structural, linguistic, and substantive conventions.
Yates and Orlikowski (1992) define genres of organizational communication as being
invoked in response to a commonly recognized recurrent situation, which includes the history and
nature of established practices, social relations, and communication policies within organizations.
For example, an annual shareholders' meeting assumes certain economic conditions and
arrangements that include the rights and responsibilities of company owners and the
responsibilities of management to report to these owners at the financial year end. Similarly, a
resume is premised on systems of education and employment as well as the requirements for
particular forms of reporting on individuals' scholastic and professional accomplishments as part
of the hiring process. A genre also has a socially defined and shared communicative purpose with
regard to its audience. For example, the shared purpose of a shareholders' meeting is to present a
positive view of the company to stockholders, while that of a resume is to present a favorable
picture of an individual's experience and accomplishments to a potential employer. The shared
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purpose of a genre is based not on a single individual's motive for communicating, but on a
purpose that is recognizable and reinforced by some community.
A genre associates this shared purpose with a characteristic substance and form. Substance
includes the topics, themes, and arguments, along with typical discourse structures, being
expressed in the communication. For example, the substance of a shareholders' meeting is usually
the company's past and expected financial performance, new initiatives, and composition of the
executive team, while that of a resume is typically the person's education, employment history, and
accomplishments, laid out in a characteristic sequence. Form refers to the readily observable
features of the communication. For example, shareholders' meetings typically include oral and
visual presentation of progress and plans by company officials as well as voting by shareholders
on various proposals. A resume typically displays a standard format with dates, schools, degrees,
employers, and job titles. Form has at least three elements: structural features (e.g., text formatting
devices such as lists and headings, and devices for structuring group interactions such as an
agenda and a chairperson for a meeting), communication medium (such as pen and paper or face to
face), and language or symbol system (including linguistic characteristics such as level of formality
and the specialized vocabulary of corporate or professional jargon).
Genres can be further characterized in terms of two related but analytically distinct
concepts: level of abstraction and normative scope. A genre at a high level of abstraction is more
general in its socially defined communicative purpose and its characteristics of substance and form
(e.g., a report, a meeting), while a genre at a lower level of abstraction is more specific (an
expense report, a weekly staff meeting).' A genre that is a specific subset of a more abstract genre
can be said to be a subgenre in relation to it. While level of abstraction has to do with the specificity
of content and form, normative scope refers to the community within which a genre is shared.
Because a genre is socially defined, its normative scope must exceed a single individual. Beyond
1 Swales (1990:61) argues that highly abstract types of communication such as the memo or business letter are not
genres but "convenient multigeneric generalizations" because they lack shared communicative purpose. We argue,
based on the historical evolution of these communication types, that they are indeed genres with socially defined
and shared, albeit general, purposes. The business letter spans physical distance and organizational boundaries to
communicate and document interactions for legal purposes and later reference. The memo evolved out of and away
from the business letter to communicate and document intra-organizational matters for later reference.
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that, however, normative scope could range from a small group in a single organization to the
international business community.
As social institutions, genres emerge within a particular socio-historical context and are
reinforced over time as a situation recurs. They are enacted when individuals tacitly or explicitly
draw on genre rules that associate a particular social purpose and appropriate elements of form and
substance with certain recurrent situations. A particular instance of a genre need not reflect all the
rules constituting that genre, as long as it is still recognizable as partaking of that genre. For
example, a business letter with a subject line is easily understood as a business letter even though
subject lines are more conventionally associated with memos than with letters; similarly, a business
letter sent via fax is still recognized as a letter, even though the transmission medium has changed.
Enough distinctive genre rules, however, must be invoked for the communicative action to be
identified--within the relevant social community--as an instance of a certain genre.
Genre rules provide the mechanism through which individuals' communicative actions
produce, reproduce, or modify genres of organizational communication over time within specific
communities. When individuals draw on the rules of certain genres of organizational
communication they typically reproduce these genres over time. They may, however, also change
them, albeit less frequently. Because individuals enact genres, they can always challenge and
change these genres through their actions--whether deliberately or inadvertently. Modification of
established genre rules that are sustained and widely adopted may lead to the emergence of new or
modified genres--either alongside existing genres or to replace those that have lost currency.
Genre theory suggests that when members of an organization or community begin to use a
relatively new medium, they will initially enact familiar genres within it (Yates and Orlikowski,
1992).2 For example, the well-established literary genre, the novel, emerged and gained
widespread social recognition and use within the printed-paper medium. When different physical
media such as audiotape and Braille became available, people transferred the original genre of the
2 This proposition is grounded in cognitive sociology and institutional theories. For example, Van Maanen
(1984:238), looking at organizational socialization, expresses a similar axiom: "Given a degree of similarity
between an old and a new activity, the new will be approached in the much the same way as the old."
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printed-paper novel into these new media with only slight adjustments. That is, the words
constituting the novel were simply read (in the case of audiotape) or converted into a tactile
alphabet (in the case of braille). Over time, however, as people gain experience with a new medium
and its particular capabilities, they gradually modify traditional genres, producing genre variants.
Thus, for example, more recent audiotape renditions of novels include music, sound-effects, and
multiple readers, while electronic novels, now available on computer diskettes, have embedded
within them a range of automated tools (such as electronic indexing, searching, and flagging) that
support the process of reading. In some cases, these genre variants are so different from the
traditional genre that they come to be defined as a new genre. The electronic novel may soon reach
this point. Finally, and less frequently, people may produce totally different genres within a new
medium, developing new types of interactions that are appropriate to the new medium's
capabilities, the social context, task, and other factors. For example, virtual reality adventures
allow the "reader" to become both an actor in and author of the plot, thus creating what may be
considered a new literary genre.
This genre theory provides the theoretical framework for our examination of the use of a
relatively recent communication medium, electronic mail, in a specific community, a group of
computer language designers collaborating on a three-year project. Because the medium of
electronic mail facilitates written communication, we posited that certain traditional genres of
written organizational communication (e.g., memo and business letter) would be enacted by the
project participants initially and then modified over time. We also expected to discover other genres
of organizational communication that we did not specifically anticipate, some of which could be
established genres, while others could be new genres emerging within the electronic mail medium.
Over time, we expected the posited traditional genres to be enacted with decreasing frequency, and
any new, electronic genres to be enacted with increasing frequency. Because electronic mail was
already in use among participants before the project, we expected that this evolution would already
be under way.
The following questions thus shaped our research:
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(1) Is there evidence of the posited traditional genres of written organizational
communication in the electronic mail interaction of the project participants?
(2) Is there evidence that these genres were modified by the project participants, and if so,
what variants of these genres were produced?
(3) Is there evidence of any unanticipated genres of communication in the project
interaction? If so, what were these genres' shared purposes and characteristics ofform
and substance? Were they established genres of organizational communication, or
new genres emerging within the electronic mail medium?
(4) Did the frequency of genres evident in the project interaction change over time?
Specifically, did the presence of any posited traditional genres found decrease over
time? Did the presence of any new electronic genres found increase over time?
RESEARCH METHODS
Description of CL Project
The project studied involved computer language designers who, through the 1970s, had
worked with and developed various dialects of the artificial intelligence language LISP. Because
these dialects were largely incompatible, in 1981 the Defense Department (a funding source for
much LISP work) put pressure on the language designers to negotiate a standard LISP language so
that programs written in that language would be portable across different computers. Over the next
three years, these language designers, who were geographically dispersed throughout the U.S.,
engaged in complex and often controversial negotiations to produce what came to be known as the
Common LISP (CL) language. These interactions were conducted almost exclusively via electronic
mail transmitted among sites on the Defense Department's ARPANET system. In introducing the
CL manual that emerged from the project, Steele (1984:xi) noted the centrality of the electronic
medium to the project:
The development of COMMON LISP would most probably not have been possible without the
electronic message system provided by the ARPANET. Design decisions were made on
several hundred distinct points, for the most part by consensus, and by simple majority vote
when necessary. Except for two one-day face-to-face meetings, all of the language design and
discussion was done through the ARPANET message system, which permitted effortless
dissemination of messages to dozens of people, and several interchanges per day.
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When the project began, these language designers were located at various universities and
company sites. Most of them knew each other, either from having previously worked together at
the MIT or Stanford Artificial Intelligence Labs or from meeting periodically at professional
conferences. They were all working in the LISP language (though in different dialects of it) and all
had a great deal at stake as result of the decision to design a standard LISP language: for the
academic participants, future funding from the Defense Department; for the participants working at
companies, the commercial potential of LISP-related products.
Electronic mail seemed the obvious medium to the participants for several reasons, both
practical and customary. Their geographic dispersion made face-to-face meetings expensive and
difficult to organize, especially since they undertook this project in addition to their other duties,
without specific funding from the Defense Department, and with varying levels of support from
their organizations. Most significantly, according to the participants, they were all regular users of
electronic mail, already using it to communicate locally and at a distance. In fact, some of the
participants were among the earliest users of the medium when it first emerged less than a decade
earlier. The medium was thus an obvious one for them to use. As one participant put it, "We didn't
even consider not using it."
In preliminary discussions in April 1981, a core group of LISP designers came together at
a professional meeting and agreed to cooperate to define the standard LISP language. In a
subsequent meeting in June 1981 they assigned responsibility for the reference manual to designers
at one specific site. In August 1981 an initial draft of the manual was issued, based largely on the
documentation of the LISP dialect at that site. This draft served as the basis of discussion at a
November 1981 meeting (the first of the two referred to in Steele's introduction), where some
basic language design decisions were made. Between December 1981, when a central electronic
archive was established (and when our data set begins), and February 1984, when the first edition
of the CL manual went to press, there was only one more face-to-face meeting, in August 1982.
The group was ad hoc and relatively unstructured in its operation. Nevertheless, the person
responsible for creating the project's final product, the CL reference manual, emerged as a de facto
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project coordinator, with several others playing key supporting roles. Another participant took
charge of the (electronic) mailing list and became keeper of the public archive,3 generally
understood to be available to anyone interested in it. This archive allowed those joining the project
later to review what had already been said or decided on specific subjects, as well as allowing
regular or occasional participants to look back at the discussion. In fact, the coordinator noted that
the archive "proved invaluable in the preparation of this manual." Over a 27-month period, the
group made hundreds of decisions, both big and small and of varying levels of controversy, about
how the CL language would work; consequently, a record of the discussion was seen as critical.
Even though the CL mailing list grew to include a few hundred people, most of these
individuals only observed (i.e., read the messages), rather than participated in the design effort. A
limited number (17) of regular participants, generally key LISP designers with major
responsibilities for LISP implementations, formed the core of the group. While the subject matter
was quite technical, the discussion was not at all dry and scientific. The design of programming
languages, especially at this high level, involves aesthetic and philosophical issues, and
participants often held opinions strongly. Nevertheless, the project was negotiated to its desired
end product, a reference manual for a standard LISP language, published in 1984 as Common
LISP: The Language (Steele, 1984).
Data Collection and Analysis
The primary data for this study consist of transcripts of nearly two thousand electronic mail
messages. We supplemented them with face-to-face interviews conducted with the key participants
in the CL project. Below we describe the interviews and electronic messages, then the process of
genre definition and analysis.
3 All messages that included the CL distribution list in the TO or CC field were automatically archived as well as
sent to all individuals and sites participating in the project. While some one-to-one messaging also took place
among the CL participants (which the participants we interviewed referred to as "back channel" communication)
these are not part of the official project archive and thus were not included in this study.
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Interviews
Background information and perspectives for interpreting the messages came from a series
of two-phase, semi-structured interviews. Since the interviews provided supplementary rather than
prir .y7 data, we did not attempt to interview all the participants, conducting interviews with nine
major players. The interviews were conducted after preliminary content analysis of the messages,
allowing us to draw on the results of this analysis. The first phase of the interview, which was the
same for each participant, focused on project history, membership, roles, and social norms. The
second phase, customized to each participant, employed a variation of the discourse-based
interview (Odell, Goswami, and Herrington, 1983) based on the initial patterns observed in the
message transcripts.4 These interviews grounded our interpretation of the messages and helped to
elaborate and explain the patterns we detected.
Electronic Mail Messages
We analyzed the message transcripts both qualitatively and quantitatively. First, we read
large portions of the archive to become familiar with its contents, and to see how the participants
were using electronic mail in their project. Genre analysis requires qualitative textual analysis of
messages to understand the recurrent situations within which certain genres are invoked and the
shared purposes underlying them. This textual analysis also provided the basis for devising a
coding scheme and for interpreting the subsequent quantitative analysis of patterns and trends. Our
coding scheme was designed on the basis of reading hundreds of messages in the CL archive, and
categorizing them in terms of two of the four dimensions constituting the definition of genre, social
purpose andform.5 In our reading, for example, we observed at least five different social purposes
in the messages (such as, "response" and "proposal"). We thus included these five as purpose
4 As described in Odell, Goswami, and Herrington (1983), this technique is based on a previous analysis of text and
generally consists of questions about specific passages the interviewee has written or received. It involves showing
the interviewee specific passages he or she has written along with one or more variations. The interviewee is then
asked to discuss his or her reasons for using the chosen alternative rather than the other options. We did not pose
alternatives in our interviews, but simply asked questions based on chosen message examples and the initial
patterns for the interviewee and the group as a whole.
5 We did not code for recurrent situation because that dimension involves elements outside of the message itself
(social norms and history), requiring us to depend on interviews. We also did not code for substance because the
nature of the group project (design of a standard LISP language) eliminated variation on this dimension.
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categories, adding a sixth "other" category for residual messages. Because we noticed that many of
the messages had more than one purpose, we included both primary as well as secondary purpose
codes in our scheme. In developing our coding categories for form, we supplemented features
observed in the transcript with standard text-formatting devices such as those catalogued in reviews
of document design literature (Felker et al., 1981). The final set of coding categories consisted of
three main types (see Table 1):
Purpose Indicators refer to the social purposes of a message, including both primary and
secondary purposes. Under primary purpose, coders chose only one of the six options as the
key purpose of the message, while under secondary purpose, they indicated the presence or
absence of each of the six purposes (including the one chosen for primary purpose).
Structural Indicators, an aspect of form, refer to various formatting features of a message.
These include ones familiar from non-electronic communication (e.g., subject line, opening,
and sign-off), as well as some more characteristic of electronic communication (e.g., graphical
elements such as the sideways smiley face :-) created with alphanumeric characters and used to
indicate that something should be taken humorously). These categories were coded simply as
present or absent.
Language Indicators, another aspect of form, coded the presence of four linguistic
characteristics--informality, humor, sarcasm, and emphasis--and a residual category. For
example, our working definition of informal was "language you wouldn't normally use in a
paper-based business document (e.g., business letter or memo)." These categories were coded
simply as present or absent.
The messages were coded according to this scheme by a research assistant. To judge coder
reliability, one of the researchers independently coded a stratified sample of messages selected to
represent all coding categories. Intercoder reliabilities were extremely high (Cohen's K = 0.80 or
above) for all categories except primary purpose, sarcastic language, and the residual "other"
categories in purpose, structural, and language indicators (see Table 1). In the subsequent genre
analysis we used secondary rather than primary purpose because of its higher reliability and none
of the other categories with reliabilities below 0.80.
The coded data were next cleaned up to get the best possible data set for the subsequent
genre analysis. Since the definition of genre is socially based, we examined the frequency of
participation by various senders. This examination revealed that while a core group of participants
sent large numbers of messages, there were also about 100 individuals who sent fewer than 1% of
the total messages transmitted in the 27-month period. To interpret this range in participation, we
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consulted the interview data. Interviewees indicated that many individuals outside the core group
essentially observed the process, participating only rarely, if at all. Moreover, responses to our
query about the major players in the project produced quite consistent responses, identifying a
common and very small set of key participants, none of whom had fewer than 1% of the
messages. We thus decided to eliminate from the data set those participants with fewer than 1% of
the messages, because as peripheral players, they would be only marginally relevant to the ongoing
enactment of genres in the CL group. The resulting cleaned-up data set contained 1353 messages
sent by 17 participants. Table 1 shows the frequency of each coding category in that data set.
Genre Definition
We next defined genre variables in terms of various combinations of coding categories.
We began with the three traditional genres of written organizational communication typically
covered in textbooks on communication in organizations (e.g., Forman, 1990): the memo, the
report, and the business letter. The report genre, an extended and analytic documentation of a
subject or situation, did not appear to be relevant to the CL messages, which tended to be short and
rapid exchanges. The project as a whole was documented in a published manual, rather than a
report. Thus we eliminated this genre from consideration. 6 In light of the brevity of the messages
and the informality of the group, we added the most common genre of informal written
communication, the note. This process thus produced three posited traditional genres. The social
purpose of these three genres is at a higher level of abstraction than our purpose categories, so we
did not constrain any of them with regard to purpose. Based on the historical evolution (Yates,
1989) and contemporary usage of these genres, we defined the typical form of each genre in terms
of our coding categories (See Table 2).
MEMO: A memo documents intra-organizational communication. With respect to form, we
defined the memo genre as using the standard memo header provided by the system, allowing
subheads and lists and lacking any distinctive features of the other genres (such as greeting and
sign-off).
6 To make sure that the report genre was indeed not present in the data set, we included in our coding scheme a
structural indicator characteristic of the report but not of the other genres posited--the main heading. This feature
appeared in only five (0.4%) of the CL messages.
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LETTER: A letter documents inter-organizational communication. As none of the messages
displayed the most characteristic structural markers of the traditional business letter genre used
to communicate and document external correspondence, the formal salutation and
complimentary close ("Dear John" and "Sincerely, Jane"), we defined the business letter genre
as having any opening (e.g., "Greetings," or "Pam:") or signoff (e.g., "--Tom," "cvb"), being
addressed to a single person (although necessarily also sent or copies to the CL group), being
formal in language, and lacking any other distinctive features of the other genres, such as the
subject line.
NOTE: A note is used within an organization to communicate briefly and informally, without
documentation. With respect to form, we defined the note genre as including greeting and sign-
off, lacking a subject line, and being informal.
In addition to positing these well-established written genres, we used our interviews,
textual analysis, and the initial quantitative analysis of the archive in an iterative process to define
variants of these genres. Frequencies of categories indicated which features were common and
which were rare, while textual analysis and interviews helped us understand why. Subject lines,
for example, appear in 93% of the messages and openings in only 3.5%. In seeking genre
variants, we used the frequencies to assess which aspects of the genre definitions most limited the
number of exemplars of a genre. We then determined which constraints could be dropped without
violating the essence of that genre (its recurrent situation, shared purpose, and most characteristic
structural and/or linguistic markers). Three such genre variants emerged and two were investigated
further (see below).
In seeking genres we had not posited, we tested the interaction among coding categories to
search for other, unanticipated patterns among the messages. Having identified some message
clusters in this way, we examined these messages to determine whether these associations reflected
coherent groups of characteristics that might constitute genres. We also re-inspected our interview
data to reveal, interpret, and corroborate these unanticipated associations. Three such genres,
discussed in the findings, emerged from this process.
Genre Analysis
We used both static and dynamic analyses to examine the resulting genre variables. In the
static analysis, we used chi-square tests to determine the presence and extent of use of these
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genres. To assess the normative scope of the genres and ensure that they were shared across the
CL participants, we also analyzed the distribution of genre usage within the group. In doing so, we
treated the five individuals who each generated over 5% of the messages as separate participants,
and aggregated the remaining participants, responsible for a total of 33% of the messages, into a
composite "Other Participants" category.
In our dynamic analysis, we analyzed changes in genre usage over time. We divided the
chronological series of messages into fixed-sized clusters (rather than simply partitioning them by
month or some other calendar period). We did this for two reasons. First, our notion of genre
change (whether variation of existing genres or emergence of new genres) is related to recurrence
and reinforcement within some social unit. For this, the unevenness of overall message distribution
over calendar time was misleading. Equal-sized groups of messages seemed to be a better measure
of dynamic change in this respect. Moreover, the unevenness of calendar groupings reduced the
power of the analysis, eliminating many time periods for numerous measures. Grouping by
number of messages allowed analysis of virtually all the messages by genre and period. We
divided the messages into nine groups of 150 sequential messages each, eliminating only three
messages at the end. We then searched for trends in genre enactment over time, ensuring that these
trends--where present--were sufficiently common to be considered shared within the CL group.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
In presenting and discussing our results, we first examine the presence of genres in the
data set, moving from the traditional genres we posited and the variants we identified to the
unanticipated genres that our analysis uncovered. Next, we examine the change over time of these
posited, variant, and unanticipated genres, and explore the relationship between these changes and
the project life cycle. Finally, we develop the notion of genre repertoire, the set of genres used by a
group, and use this to further explore the CL group's communication patterns.
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Presence of Genres
Posited Genres
Table 2 provides the frequencies for the traditional memo, business letter, and note genres
and their variants. Beginning with the memo genre, we found that 16% of the messages match the
characteristics of the MEMO variable. In seeking potential variants of the memo, we first focused
on the formality constraint. Our textual analysis and interviews had revealed that the group tended
to use informal language more typical of conversation than of formal written communication. This
was confirmed by examining the frequency of that category in the archive. All of the participants
used informal language frequently, from a low of 57% for one participant to a high of 85% for
another (with an average of 63%). Because informality was common in this group, we defined an
informal variant of this genre, VMEMO, which eliminates the restriction on formality but maintains
the structural features of the memo. This informal variant (which includes MEMO as a subset)
matched 40% of the messages. In our textual analysis we also noted that some messages had a
signoff at the end (usually just a first name or initials). Since norms in some contexts include
signing a memo, we considered the possibility of defining a second, personalized variant of the
memo, which provided for the use of a sign-off. However, when we examined how widely shared
the use of signoff was within the group, we found that of all the signoffs in the archive, 82% were
accounted for by only two participants, while two other participants accounted for less than half a
percent. Thus, we decided that the personalized variant of the memo would not be broadly enough
shared to constitute a genre for this community.
We next investigated whether MEMO and VMEMO were broadly shared within the group.
Both of the genres varied significantly by participant (X2 = 92.92, 5 d.f., p < 0.001; X2 = 278.04,
5 d.f., p < 0.001); however, all five named participants plus Other Participants used these genres.
Individual levels of use for MEMO varied from 2% to 28%, with Other Participants at 25%; for
VMEMO, they ranged from 10% to 71%, with Other Participants at 59%. Thus, both seemed to
have adequately broad-based social support in the CL community.
The business letter genre appeared to play no role in the CL messages. We found no
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incidence of our LETER variable. As we looked for variants, we noted that the restriction to a
single recipient seemed less central here as all messages, by definition, went to a large mailing list
even if they were addressed to a single person. The restriction on subject line also seemed
dispensable, since subject lines have recently appeared in some business letters, and most
messages in this data set (93%) had subject lines. 7 We thus defined a variant of the letter,
VLETTER, by relaxing the constraint on a single recipient and allowing a subject line. There were,
however, only four examples (0.3%) of this variant in the data set. Further relaxing of constraints
(e.g., the requirement for both opening and closing, and the formality of the language) seemed to
render the genre unrecognizable, or undifferentiable from memo or note.
Thus, although the communication in this group crossed organizational boundaries,
members of the group appeared not to differentiate (at least in their electronic mail exchanges),
between internal and external communication, nor to draw on the paper-based genre used for
external business correspondence. This interpretation was confirmed by our interviews, where
respondents indicated that they do not distinguish their local (intra-organizational) electronic mail
styles and formats from those used to communicate with colleagues in other organizations. One of
the participants noted in response to a question about whether his local electronic mail differed
from that in the CL group, "I saw them all just as colleagues." While we have seen instances of
electronic mail which resemble letters in other contexts, it appears that in this community--where
professional and personal links were strong and where informality was the norm--the business
letter genre was not considered an appropriate or effective type of communication.
Given the informality of this group, the informal note genre would seem more likely to be
enacted than the more formal letter genre. Yet only three (0.2%) of the messages fit our NOTE
definition. We did not define a variant of this genre, since relaxing any of the restrictions would
have called its socially defined purpose into question. Subject lines, for example, are a
7 Our interviews suggested that the prevalence of the subject line in this community had both technological and task
reasons. Not only did most of the electronic mail systems used by the participants prompt for the subject line, but
the participants used the subject lines to separate various threads of discussion and to facilitate retrieval of
messages from a specific thread at a later time. As one participant said, "I find [subject lines] very useful as a way
of indexing content and issues."
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characteristic of the memo genre (which developed historically to aid in later retrieval) and are
never used in the informal and nondocumentary note genre. Similarly, the personalness of the
opening, sign-off, and single recipient seem essential to the genre's social purpose. Subject lines
were used in most of the CL messages, while openings were uncommon in the CL archive,
appearing in only 3.5% of the messages. These features help to explain the negligible presence of
NOTE in the archive. For example, one participant noted in an interview that using openings
"would be like saying hello all the time" during a conversation. Apparently the participants did not
perceive themselves as sending personal notes to individuals, but as taking part in an ongoing,
documented group discussion. Moreover, the CL archive was clearly intended to document the
language design process, and thus the inherently nondocumentary note seems incompatible with
this intent.
Thus, of the three traditional genres we posited, only the memo and its informal variant
appeared frequently and broadly enough to warrant further analysis. While our definitions of the
MEMO and VMEMO variables capture the most salient markers of the memo genre and its shared
purpose on a general level, they do not necessarily reflect all aspects of the established paper-based
memo genre. Traditionally, a memo's discourse structure includes establishing a context near the
beginning and achieving closure at the end. While all messages in the CL archive were known to
serve a documentary function, the messages classified as MEMO or VMEMO include brief replies
to previous messages that provide a less complete discourse structure, lacking context, closure, or
both. Nevertheless, such messages drew on at least the form of the traditional genre, as well as the
primary social purpose of documenting internal (to the project group) interactions.
These findings support our expectation that individuals using a newer medium will tend to
draw on traditional genres established in familiar media. Because most of the electronic mail
systems used by the participants had the memo heading built in, thus suggesting that genre to the
user, it is likely that the medium itself in this case also influenced the type of genre enacted within
it. Indeed, one participant noted that electronic mail messages were used "the same way we used
interoffice memos." The fact that the more conversational variant of the traditional memo genre was
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much more prevalent than the "purer" form, however, suggests that the new medium occasioned at
least some variance from the most widespread paper-based norms. In this case, the informality of
the group and the rapidity of the exchanges made possible by the medium were reflected in the
greater use of the informal variant of the memo genre and in the absence of the more formal
business letter genre. The high level of informality, however, should not be interpreted solely as a
result of the electronic medium. The social community studied here, which included some of the
earliest users of electronic mail, was in itself an informal community. In fact, some members of
this community likely shaped early use of that medium.
Unanticipated Genres
Our analysis revealed at least three other distinctive patterns of messages in the data set:
"dialogue," "CL proposal," and "ballot" (see Table 2 for frequencies).
The first of these, dialogue (DIALOG), reflects a form of interaction using a specific
structural feature, the embedded message, in a way that suggests a spoken dialogue or
conversation. Dialogue, identified from patterns in the data, was defined as having "response" as
purpose, and as including a subject line and an embedded message (all or part of a previous
message, inserted into but visually differentiated from the text of the current message, generally by
indentation8 -- see Figure 1). Unlike the relative independence reflected in the posited genres,
dialogue, as the name implies, creates a continuity and interdependence among messages.
Messages fitting this definition were explicitly related to each other by the inclusion of previous
messages or pieces of messages and by the use of a subject line, which usually repeated or varied
an earlier subject line. The closest paper-based analogue to this genre would be a memo on which a
response has been written by hand or attached. In that analogue, however, the exchange is unlikely
to continue beyond a single reply. Dialogue messages may, however, be in a chain of such
interlocked messages, constituting part of an ongoing "conversation."
This pattern exhibits all the basic components of a genre. The messages are invoked in a
8 This feature, which is not available in all electronic mail systems but was available to the core CL participants, is
not automatically invoked when replying to a message, but has to be explicitly selected.
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recurrent situation--the interaction of group members collaborating in a common, ongoing task.
They have a shared social purpose--replying to specific issues raised in another message in a way
that continues a line of discussion--and common features of form--the embedded message and the
subject line. The embedded message feature takes advantage of the capability of many electronic
mail systems to insert a previous message into a new message, a capability not easily available in
the paper medium.
Analysis of the data set identified 20% of the messages as dialogue. Levels of use varied
significantly by participant ( 2 = 147.87, 5 d.f., p < 0.001), ranging from 6.3% to 45%.
Nevertheless, all major participants used the genre, with Other Participants using it 17% of the
time, close to the average. Thus, dialogue meets the requirement that a genre be shared within a
community. Since our definitions of the posited genres all exclude embedded messages as a
structural feature, messages classified as DIALOG do not overlap with those classified previously.
In interviews, participants noted the usefulness of this type of communication. For
example, "I use embedded messages all the time as a way of letting people know what I am
referring to," and "It was a way of making a connection with what had come before." One
participant noted that this convention created "the metaphor of a conversation," which supports our
view of these messages as constituting a discussion or debate. In discussing "sequence of
discourse," Rubin (1984:206) notes, "Although a written text is a monologue, writers may
similarly enter into dialogic relations with a previous piece of writing by authoring a variety of
types of comments, counterstatements, exegeses, or replies." The genre we have labeled dialogue
attempts to internalize and visually highlight this dialogic relation within a single written document.
Based on the statistics, the interviews, and our reading of the messages, we believe dialogue
messages represent a significant genre in the CL archive, and one that would only have arisen in
electronic mail systems, and only in those that offered the capability of embedding messages.
The second unanticipated genre identified in the data set, CL proposal (CLPROP),
consisted of messages proposing a new feature of the CL language and including a formal
specification or example of LISP code, offset from the rest of the text (see Figure 2). CL proposal,
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originally suggested to us by one of the interviewees, was defined as having "proposal" as
purpose, and including the "LISP code" structural feature. Analysis of the data set indicates that
8% of the messages matched this definition. Use of this genre varies significantly by participant
(X2 = 41.4, 5 d.f., p < 0.001) but it is used by all, at levels ranging from 2.9% to 23%, with
Other Participants at 6.3%. This distributed use suggests that it had a broad enough social base
within the group to qualify as a genre.
This genre appears to be a variant of the traditional written proposal, sharing its social
purpose of proposing some idea or action for approval but lacking some of its formatting
conventions (e.g., a heading) and linguistic characteristics (e.g., formality). Moreover, because the
"LISP code" category involves subject matter (the details of CL language) as well as form, this
genre clearly has a much narrower normative scope than the genres discussed previously. That is,
it would be socially recognized as a genre only within the CL community. Its subject specificity
also gives it a lower level of abstraction than the other genres discussed. Thus in addition to being
a variant, it can also be viewed as a subgenre of the more general proposal genre. In conventional
organizational communication, proposals can stand alone or be associated with various other
communication genres such as letters and memos. Likewise, in this electronic archive, we found
that the CL proposal overlapped with other genres. Specifically, of the 109 CL proposal messages
found, 41% also qualified as VMEMO, 15% as DIALOG, and 44% remained unclassified.
The third unanticipated pattern of message types, revealed through our textual analysis,
was associated with balloting. This pattern actually included three distinct types of messages: (i)
the ballot form, which is a message from one group member soliciting participation in the ballot,
providing instructions on voting, and listing and describing the issues to be voted on (see Figure
3); (ii) the ballot responses, which are messages from group members containing their votes on
each of the issues in the ballot; and (iii) the ballot results, which is a message from the initiator of
the ballot, summarizing the results of the voting, tallying the votes for each issue and reproducing
comments expressed by the participants. Six ballots were found in the data set (occurring in the
months of 9/82, 10/82, 11/82, 5/83, and two in 6/83), each with all three message types, including
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varying numbers of electronic responses to each (4, 5, 8, 8, 9, and 4 respectively). 9 Of these six
ballots, the ones in October 1982 and May 1983 were major, representing significant decision
points on over a hundred unresolved issues. Our interviews revealed that these two ballots served
as important milestones for the project, highlighting what had been accomplished to date and what
still needed work. The other four ballots, some of which were referred to by the participants as
"mini-ballots," were minor, covering only a few issues each.
While we were unable to define this pattern in terms of our coding categories, it is invoked
in response to a recurrent situation, has a shared communicative purpose, and is distinctive in
substance and form. We thus deemed it sufficiently interesting to warrant discussion as a potential
genre. The CL group used ballots to get a sense of members' positions on various outstanding
issues that needed to be resolved. As one key participant told us, "it was a way of seeing if we had
consensus and a way of putting all the little details away--a way of sticking a pin through our
decisions." Ballots were usually preceded by many messages discussing the issues that would be
voted on. With respect to structural elements, the initiator of the first major ballot explained in his
interview that "I probably invented the form, but I was modeling it on paper formats." In fact, he
sent the ballot out in paper and electronic media, because it was formatted with text editing
commands that some electronic mail systems could not translate. Thus, the electronic ballot seems
to be a variant of the paper ballot.
The three message types associated with balloting raise the question of where to draw the
boundaries around the ballot genre. Is the genre the series of three different types of messages? Or
is each message type a genre in its own right? A mechanical application of our social criterion to the
ballot form or the ballot results by themselves would be problematic, since only two individuals
initiated and reported on ballots. At this early point we will treat all three message types as aspects
of a single interactive genre, even as we note that this interesting pattern of ballot messages pushes
the boundaries of our current notions of genre. With this initial definition, we observed only six
instances of the ballot genre (involving 50 messages, or just under 4% of the archive).
9 Additional responses to each ballot were eliminated from our data set when it was cleaned of peripheral players.
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Our analysis of unanticipated genres thus revealed three candidates for genre status: CL
proposal, ballot, and dialogue. The presence of CL proposal makes sense, given the group's task.
As defined, this subgenre of the proposal genre has a narrow normative scope and is unlikely to be
enacted outside of this project. However, similar subgenres are likely to be enacted in other task-
oriented work groups. Ballot may have a broader scope, since the definition is not limited by a
specific subject, but its status as a genre is still provisional. Dialogue does not have a normative
scope limited by a specific subject, and clearly meets our requirements for a genre of
communication. Moreover, it is present at a level greater than that of memo, and it does not overlap
with any posited traditional genres. Our interviews suggested that dialogue, while unique to the
electronic medium, was not unique to the CL group but was already in use at the time the CL
project began. One participant noted that "inserting quotes from a previous message so it gets more
like a conversation was not invented by this group, [but] imported from outside." The
communication pattern we have labeled "dialogue" may be a new genre arising within the medium
of electronic mail, enacted by individuals able and willing to make electronic exchanges more
conversation-like, and taking advantage of the technological capabilities of that medium.
The conversational quality of dialogue raises a question about mode (written versus oral) of
communication as it interacts with medium and genre. Because messages in the electronic mail
medium are written, we posited that traditional genres of written communication would initially
influence the interaction of the CL group. However, as one of our participants stated in his
interview, electronic mail shares characteristics of oral as well as written communication:
Electronic mail feels halfway between writing and speaking.... One thinks of having a
conversation. It feels like interaction--like speech--interactive and informal. [It also feels] like
writing where you have the opportunity to think about the message and edit it.
The label and socially defined purpose of the dialogue genre reflect a conversational quality, being
realized asynchronously and in writing through electronic mail. This new electronic genre thus
integrates characteristics of both written and oral modes of communication while depending on
capabilities unique to electronic media.
22
Change in Genre Presence over Time
Of all the posited and unanticipated genres examined, four--memo, informal memo variant,
CL proposal, and dialogue--were present in sufficient numbers to warrant diachronic analysis.
Figure 4 graphs the change in enactment of these genres over time.
In examining changes over time, we explored one obvious possible factor that might
account for such changes--interactions with the participation and genre use of major participants.
Participation by individuals in the data set as a whole varied significantly over time (x 2 = 199.46,
40 d.f., p < 0.001). In the first three periods, Other Participants played a comparatively larger role
than in later periods, when the five key individuals accounted for more of the total messages. Our
analysis of the genre trends by person helps to distinguish broad-based changes in use levels from
changes in the participation of different individuals with different genre preferences. l0
Posited Genres
Use of the memo genre, MEMO, changed significantly over time ( 2 = 31.86, 8 d.f., p <
0.001), increasing slightly over the first five periods, then decreasing in the second half. Analysis
by participants revealed that the two heaviest users, Dan and Other Participants, showed significant
changes (2 = 18.40, 8 d.f., p < 0.05, unstable; and 2 = 20.33, 8 d.f., p < 0.01) in their use,
both decreasing in the later periods. This influence was reinforced by the decreasing participation
of Other Participants over time. Scott's use changed significantly ( 2 = 16.43, 8 d.f., p < 0.05,
unstable), but with no clear directional trend. Overall, the change over time in MEMO is neither as
clear in direction nor as broad-based as is desirable, and should perhaps be taken as suggestive
rather than definitive.
The informal memo variant, VMEMO, which includes a much larger set of the messages,
also changed significantly over time (X2 = 48.10, 8 d.f., p < 0.001), rising initially, but then
falling off after the third period with a more clearly decreasing trend than MEMO. VMEMO dips
10 In several cases, this genre by person by period analysis yielded unstable significance tests due to low expected
values in one fifth or more cells. When some of the tests were unstable, we reported all results, labelling the
unstable ones as such. When all tests in a particular analysis were unstable, we did not report any results.
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sharply in periods four and six, but if we smooth out those dips, we see a fairly even decline after
period three. The downward trend is also somewhat more widespread, with two individuals
(David and Scott) and Other Participants all showing significant changes in their use over time (X2
= 35.13, 8 d.f., p < 0.001; x 2 = 29.09, 8 d.f., p < 0.001, unstable; and 2 = 17.18, 8 d.f., p <
0.05), all decreasing in later periods. The other three named participants decreased their actual and
percentage use of VMEMO over time, but not significantly. Thus, this downward trend seems to
indicate an actual decrease in the group's use of the genre over time.
Unanticipated Genres
The most frequently used unanticipated genre, dialogue, changed significantly over time
(X2 = 35.97, 8 d.f., p < 0.001), generally rising through the period but with drops in the third and
eighth periods. The analysis by participants reveals that use of the genre changed significantly for
David, Kent, and Other Participants ( 2 = 30.02, 8 d.f., p < 0.001; x 2 = 26.78, 8 d.f., p =
0.001, unstable; and x2 = 29.14, 8 d.f., p < 0.001), increasing in later periods for David and
Other Participants, but showing no clear trend for Kent. Of the three others, two showed
nonsignificant percentage increases in their use of dialogue. Only the lightest user of the genre
decreased his use in percentage terms, but the decrease is slight and insignificant. The increase in
use of dialogue, then, is fairly widespread among the group.
The final unanticipated genre, CL proposal, was very specific to the task at hand. Thus, it
is not surprising that its change over time reflected the rhythm of the project rather than simply
increasing or decreasing over time (small numbers precluded any stable analysis). The two major
ballots occurred in periods four and six, with a flurry of discussion and proposals between the two
attempting to resolve many of the problems raised in the first one. The peak in period five reflects
this stage of the process. Similarly, the rise in period nine reflects the final flurry of proposals for
modification before the manual was "frozen" and sent to the publisher.
This analysis of change in genres over time suggests that the influence of the memo genre
is decreasing over time, as expected. While the change is only suggestive for the formal memo
24
genre, it is sufficiently clear and broad based in the case of the informal memo variant. The new
electronic genre, dialogue, is clearly being drawn on increasingly over time, again as expected. The
unanticipated CL proposal genre is very task-specific and hence its change over time is tied to
project rhythms. A comparison of the CL proposal and dialogue trends in Figure 4 suggests that
dialogue, while generally increasing, also reflects to some extent the same project rhythms evident
in CL proposal.
Genres within the Project Life Cycle
Examining all the changes in genre enactment simultaneously and in light of the interviews
and message contents, we can interpret the observed patterns by building a picture of the project
life cycle. These interpretations, in turn, provide insight into the workings of the CL group. The
patterns of genre enactment, looked at in conjunction with the timing of the one face-to-face
meeting and the two major ballots that punctuated the flow of activities, suggest three stages of the
CL project (see Figure 4).
In the early stage of the project (periods 1 through 3: December 1981 - September 1982)
the participants established (albeit loosely) roles, responsibilities, and participation, and laid out the
key technical issues. Many messages in the first period concern participation and project goals. For
example, one message details why one commercial organization is participating in the CL project;
this message is organized around subheadings such as, "Why are we doing this project at all?" and
"How will we go about it?" The participants brought to the project varying genre knowledge
shaped both by traditional genres of organizational communication and by new communication
norms they may have developed or adopted from their other electronic mail and electronic bulletin
board interactions. Both the informal memo and dialogue increased initially, as the project ramped
up. During this stage as a whole, the participants appear to have drawn primarily on the genre rules
of the informal memo variant (on average about 50% of the messages), and much less frequently
on the genre rules of the dialogue and CL proposal (on average about 10% and 5% of the messages
respectively). This stage ended with the face-to-face meeting the key participants held in August
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1982, which, in the words of one of them, was an attempt "to hammer out the issues." During this
initial stage, the variant of a traditional written genre (informal memo) dominated the group's
interaction; the electronic genre, dialogue, is present at a much lower level.
Following the meeting, genre enactment by participants underwent a noticeable shift from
this initial pattern, establishing long-term trends and project-related fluctuations. In the middle
stage of the project (periods 4 through 6: September 1982 - June 1983) the informal memo variant
was enacted less frequently than before (on average about 38% of the messages) and the dialogue
and CL proposal genres were enacted with increasing frequency (on average about 22% and 13%
of the messages). The participants initiated, discussed, and debated proposals during this period,
repeating and thus reinforcing each others' enactment of genres more appropriate to the task at
hand (CL proposal) and the nature of their interaction (dialogue). They were also clearly influenced
by their growing history of ongoing communication in the project, and the emergence of particular
conventions for expressing ideas, arguments, counter-arguments, and decisions. For example, one
message in late September proposes a standard convention for labeling the topic of proposals,
noting: "Since there are getting to be a lot of proposals around, we need some nomenclature for
future discussions."
This middle stage was also marked by the two major ballots which were issued, as one of
the ballot initiators noted in a message, "to see if there is anything like a consensus out there." The
ballots were occasioned by the increased number of CL proposals issued and the ensuing debates
about their relative merits. One message, sent just before the first of the major ballots in October,
began with the following comment: "Guy will be preparing a ballot on the recent flurry of issues
pretty soon, but I would like to jump the gun on one of them." The ballot that followed was
introduced with this preamble:
Here is what you have all been waiting for! I need an indication of consensus or lack thereof on
the issues that have been discussed by network mail since the August 1982 meeting,
particularly on those issues that were deferred for proposal, for which proposals have now
been made.
The initiator of the second major ballot in May 1983 likewise indicated that it was occasioned by
the increased number of issues raised in recent discussions:
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i was going to send these out in smaller doses, but a bunch of issues built up and I decided that
a real ballot would be easier.
It is also apparent from the messages following both major ballots, that balloting further
occasioned dialogue and proposals as participants responded to the agreement or disagreement
articulated through the voting process. The dips in informal memo in the fourth and sixth periods,
during which most of the balloting occurred, in part reflected the presence of non-memo ballots
and ballot results. The ballots and ensuing discussions thus seem to have accelerated the long-term
fall of the traditional memo variant.
In the third and final stage of the project (periods 7 through 9: June 1983 - February 1984)
genre enactment demonstrated long-term trends while reflecting the exigencies of the project, in
this case the effort to finalize the CL manual. The use of the CL proposal genre declined during
most of this stage (to a project low of 3% of the messages in period 8) before picking up again just
before the end when all outstanding matters had to be resolved (increasing to 11% of the messages
in the final period, with an average of 6% for the third stage). A detailed textual analysis of these
final CL proposals indicates that over two thirds of them referred specifically to their "last minute"
nature. For example, one message (sent at 11:26pm) began with the comment, "Okay guys, here is
a (literally) eleventh-hour proposal for ... " The dialogue genre continued its general rise, with a
similar acceleration just before the end of the project (for an average of 26% of the messages for
the third stage and a project high of 30% in the final period). Dialogue's slight dip in the eighth
period echoes the more pronounced dip in CL proposal, suggesting that dialogue is also influenced
by the project life cycle, although to a much lesser extent than CL proposal. The participants also
continued to draw on the genre rules of the informal memo variant, but they did so with decreasing
frequency in the final stage (with an average of 33% of the messages and a project low of 27% in
the final period). Thus the primary genre being enacted by the CL participants in the final weeks of
their project was no longer the informal variant of the traditional written genre, memo, but the new,
more conversational genre, dialogue.
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Genre Repertoire
This changing pattern of genre enactment can also be usefully analyzed in terms of the
notion of repertoire, conventionally denoting, for example, the set of musical pieces or plays that
an orchestra or theater company is prepared to perform. The genres enacted by the CL group can
be seen to constitute its genre repertoire. Our notion of a set of genres that a group or organization
is willing or able to enact has parallels in the socio-linguistics and organizational literatures. For
example, Platt and Platt (1975:35) suggest that the range of linguistic varieties employed by a
discourse community constitutes its speech repertoire, Gersick and Hackman (1990:79) refer to the
set of habitual routines that constitute a group's behavioral repertoire, while Clark and Staunton
(1989) discuss an organization's structural repertoire, the set of typical mechanisms and ideologies
from which particular structural responses are selected. Based on the research conducted here, we
can identify at least two important dimensions of a genre repertoire: its composition or the set of
different genres that constitute it, and its activation or the frequency with which the different genres
in the set are invoked over time.
The evidence presented above indicates that the composition of the CL group's genre
repertoire remained relatively stable, with only the addition of the ballot genre. From the beginning
to the end of the project, the informal memo, dialogue, and CL proposal genres all composed part
of the repertoire. Based on our interviews, the participants appear to have initially imported into the
group knowledge of these three genres which they had experienced in other contexts. Research
into the early stages of a group's life suggests that when the members "have common previous task
experiences, or share a common set of subcultural norms," they "may simply proceed to do what
everyone knows should be done, and a pattern of habitual behavior may be established without any
explicit thought" (Gersick and Hackman, 1990:75-76). Because the CL participants were all
members of an occupational community and shared both knowledge of the task (i.e., designing
LISP dialects) and the process (i.e., norms about language design and use of electronic mail), they
introduced without discussion a set of routines, including genres of organizational communication,
based on a priori shared assumptions.
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The ballot genre was introduced in the middle of the project. It was invoked infrequently
and intermittently, appearing last in the sixth period. Hence we might say that it was dormant (cf.
Clark and Staunton, 1989) in the final stage of the project. Nevertheless, our interviews suggest
that it has not disappeared from the genre repertoire of the subset of the group that continued to
function in an expanded CL community after the project ended (working on ongoing refinements to
the CL language). The addition of the ballot genre is thus the sole change in the composition of the
CL group's genre repertoire.
We can classify the four genres constituting the group's repertoire by task-specificity and
mode to gain additional insight into the communication patterns of the group. The CL proposal and
ballot are task-specific genres, enacted as needed for specific activities or events. The informal
memo and dialogue are not tied to specific tasks, but are invoked in a wide range of organizational
communication. The CL group's genre repertoire thus includes an even mix of these two types.
We would expect different groups' repertoires to be composed of different mixes of these genre
types depending on various contextual factors including, for example, whether or not they are
organized around specific tasks and the number and nature of such tasks. We can also classify the
genres within the repertoire by the modes (written versus oral) with which the related non-
electronic analogues of these genres are typically associated. The memo, ballot, and proposal are
associated with the written mode, though the language of the informal memo variant has a more
oral quality than that of the traditional memo. Dialogue, however, is associated primarily with the
oral mode. The CL genre repertoire thus consists of three genres associated primarily with the
written mode (but with oral influence on language), and one genre that is associated primarily with
the oral mode. This influence of the oral mode on genres in electronic media is an interesting one
that we had not posited. We would expect different groups' repertoires to include a different mix of
mode influences, depending on contextual factors such as the media of group interaction and the
requirements for archiving and interactivity.
The activation of the CL group's genre repertoire changed rather significantly over the 27
months of the project and may be interpreted by examining the types of genres affected. Changes
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in the frequency with which the task-specific genres, CL proposal and ballot, are invoked over
time is strongly influenced by the project life cycle. Changes in frequency of use of the more
abstract genres, informal memo variant and dialogue, are related only slightly to project life cycle
and more strongly to converging interaction norms and increasing experience with the medium and
the group. We would expect that activation of genre repertoires for other groups would vary by
participants' experience with media, group history, and task and schedule demands.
With respect to mode, we note the increasing use of the more oral genre, dialogue, and the
decreasing use of the informal memo variant, a genre closely associated with the written mode
though varied to give it a more oral quality. This change in repertoire activation is a movement
towards the oral mode. It reflects the more interactive capabilities of electronic mail, though it is
constrained by the group's requirements for documentation and the fact that messages are
generated in writing, not speech. Our interpretation suggests that as more groups adopt electronic
mail as their primary medium of interaction, and as group members gain experience in it, we may
expect to see a similar trend of increased orality in their repertoire activation. This trend will be
moderated, however, by contextual factors such as groups' organizational norms and task
demands.
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
Our research study has demonstrated the value of using a genre perspective to understand
the use of a relatively new communication medium within a specific community. The study shows
how members of an ad hoc group attempting to accomplish a particular task imported existing
genres of communication into their electronic interactions, then modified them to reflect the social
context, the particular capabilities of the medium, and the specific nature and timing of the project.
In particular, we found that this group had a genre repertoire composed of three variants of
established genres--informal memo, CL proposal, and ballot--and a relatively new genre of
communication--dialogue. This new genre seems to have been occasioned by a new capability
offered by the electronic medium and the group members' desire for greater interactivity. Further,
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we found the expected changes over time in the use of posited and new genres: a decline in the
influence of the established informal memo genre, and a gradual increase in use of the new
dialogue genre.
These results suggest that patterns of communication once seen as inevitable consequences
of technologies may be transient points in a long evolution that is shaped by genres already
established in other media. While electronic mail is a relatively new medium, the participants in the
CL project were experienced users of it and thus past the point when we might expect to see the
most rapid adaptation. Yet we still detected ongoing change to their communication within it. While
some of the changes were linked to specific task demands, the decreasing use of informal memo
and the increasing use of dialogue can be interpreted as evidence of long-term trends that began
before the project and probably still continue. In addition, the results highlight the importance of
social context and task factors in shaping use of the new medium. The specific task, the informal
social norms, and the strong professional links of this group of peers are all reflected in changes in
the nature and use of specific genres and of the group's genre repertoire over time. The specific
capabilities of the electronic mail systems available to the participants also played an important role.
For example, a number of electronic mail systems do not offer the ability to embed previous
messages, while others make it extremely cumbersome or unattractive to do so. Had the CL
participants been using these more restrictive electronic mail systems, it is improbable that the
dialogue genre would have gained such widespread use and legitimation in this community.
While we would expect to see the influence of the medium and of traditional genres of
written organizational communication in the electronic communication of other groups as in this
group, we would not expect to find the CL group's patterns of genre use duplicated in different
social contexts. Future research might attempt to understand the contextual conditions under which
certain patterns of genre enactment occur and different genre repertoires take form. It would be
useful, for example, to examine non-task-oriented groups, groups composed of individuals at
different hierarchical levels, groups with less computer expertise, later adopters of electronic mail,
groups from different cultural backgrounds, and so on to see how their genre repertoires differ
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from those of the CL group. Studying evolving use of more elaborated electronic communication
and coordination systems might also reveal something about how the capabilities of the technology
interact with contextual factors.
The CL study also raises an intriguing issue about medium, mode, and genre. Evidence
that dialogue increased in importance and that the informal memo variant was much more common
than the memo demonstrates the emergence of an interesting blend of oral and written
communication patterns in electronic form. Indeed, some socio-linguists have suggested that
computer-mediated communication includes "a hybrid of both oral and written language" (Murray,
1988: 354; see also Ferrara, Brunner, and Whittemore, 1991). It would be useful to investigate
whether the genres used by other groups show the influence of oral as well as written
communication patterns and whether their genre repertoires show an increase in the oral influence.
Such shifts in genre repertoire would indicate that the electronic medium is indeed occasioning a
blending of oral and written modes of communication. Moreover, this finding concerning mode
suggests that future work on communication genres in electronic media should also posit the
influence of some oral genres (e.g., the telephone call, the meeting) on the use of electronic mail.
While revealing much about how group members communicate, genres and genre
repertoires also provide important information about patterns and forms of social interaction.
Future work in organizational communication and in group interaction, whether new media are
present or not, may find the concept of genre repertoire particularly powerful. For example, a
group whose genre repertoire is dominated by memos and reports may be less interactive and more
bureaucratic than a group where face-to-face meetings and dialogue genres predominate. Tracing
shifts in the composition and activation of genre repertoires over time provides important insight
into changes in the group's interactions, and may also reveal changes in influence, legitimation,
and social structures.
The concept of genre repertoire proposed here may be useful in helping groups and
organizations reflect on their communication practices and norms. The CL study provides
examples of both deliberate (ballot) and tacit (dialogue, informal memo, and CL proposal) changes
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in the genres that make up the group's genre repertoire. The interviews provide evidence that some
members of the group found the more deliberate shaping of a genre useful. One member of the CL
group who later went on to participate in the more formal and expanded process to refine Common
LISP, became chair of the committee assigned to "clean up" certain aspects of the language. He
began his task by explicitly defining, in electronic interaction with the committee, the "clean-up
proposal" to facilitate the committee's work. He explained that this more structured form of
proposal helped both to organize the discussion and to defuse potential hostility. Thus, explicit
deliberation about a group's use of specific genres may be advantageous in some situations.
We believe that most organizations import, adopt, and create communication genres
without much active deliberation. For example, most organizations take for granted the dominance
of the memo and meeting genres in communicating and documenting organizational matters, and
without reflection might simply translate them into the new media. Explicit consideration of genres
and genre repertoires may help implementors and users of new media in organizations determine
what genres might be enacted within the medium given particular task and social demands. By
articulating a number of communication types that could be useful in the new medium, members
can act to shape their communication in it. Without such deliberation about how a new medium
might be used, genre ambiguity and unaligned communication expectations may easily result. For
example, an individual using electronic mail to enact the dialogue genre, with its interactive
sequence of messages, may be frustrated by communication partners who use electronic mail
primarily for one-way or memo-like communication. That is, the individual will expect a reply or at
least an acknowledgment of his or her message, while to the recipients the message stands alone
and hence does not warrant a response. Establishing shared norms and expectations about genres
and genre repertoire among a group of communicators may enhance their communication.
Recent political events have highlighted the unsettled state of norms for the use and
consideration of electronic mail and the need for better understanding of the relationship between
media and genre. A lawsuit in U.S. District Court recently considered the right of the Reagan and
Bush White Houses to erase their electronic records on leaving office (Charles, 1992; Kaplan,
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1989; Yancey, 1993). At issue was whether millions of pages of electronic mail messages
constitute "presidential records" or whether they are "merely personal work aids ... [serving]
primarily as a surrogate for a telephone call or a personal visit," as the Justice Department
(representing the White House) argued (Kaplan, 1989:5). The findings of the CL study suggest
that the question of whether electronic mail messages in the White House are presidential records
or work tools substituting for oral media is incorrectly framed. That is, the protagonists appear to
have focused on the medium per se rather than on the genres being enacted within that medium. As
we have argued, it is the genre of communication enacted within a medium that establishes the
communicative purpose of the interaction, not the choice of the medium. In the case of the millions
of electronic mail messages, we expect that a genre analysis such as the one reported in this paper
would reveal a genre repertoire composed of multiple genres, some of which were intended for
documentation and may legitimately constitute presidential records, while others of which were
meant to be temporary and hence to be discarded.
From the White House to the corporate corridor, new electronic media are fundamentally
challenging existing practices of organizational communication, and we have argued here that genre
analysis provides a way of understanding resulting changes.
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Table 1: Definition, Reliability, and Distribution of Coding Categories in Archive (N = 1353)
Reliability
Coding Categories Definitions of Coding Categories (Cohen's ) N %
Audience Indicator:
Number of Recipients Number of receivers to whom message sent 1.0
None Indicated No information in "To:" field of message 8 0.6%
One Named Recipient One individual named in message '"To:" field 654 48.3%
Many Named Recipients Multiple individuals named in message 'To:" field 89 6.6%
Distribution List A distribution list named in message 'To:" field 602 44.5%
Purpose Indicators:
Primary Purpose Primary purpose of message [only one coded] 0.68
FYI Informational message ("For Your Information") 209 15.5%
Meta-comment Comment on group process or use of the medium 25 1.9%
Proposal Proposed rule, feature, or convention for CL 56 4.1%
Question Request for information, clarification, or elaboration 46 3.4%
Response Reply to previous message or messages 985 72.8%
Other Residual category (e.g., ballots, thanks, apology) 32 2.3%
Secondary Purpose Secondary purpose of message [more than one coded]
FYI Informational message ("For Your Information") 0.85 624 46.1%
Meta-comment Comment on group process or use of the medium 0.91 129 9.5%
Proposal Proposed rule, feature, or convention for CL 0.83 325 24.0%
Question Request for information, clarification, or elaboration 0.91 393 29.0%
Response Reply to previous message or messages 0.89 1081 79.9%
Other Residual category (e.g., ballots, thanks, apology) 0.68 146 10.8%
Structural Indicators:
Aside to an Individual Group message includes a remark to a named individual 0.85 34 2.5%
Embedded Message Message includes all or part of a previous message 0.96 293 21.7%
Graphical Elements Message includes graphical elements 1.0 13 1.0%
Heading Message includes a single main heading 0.90 5 0.4%
LISP code Message contains offset extracts of LISP code 0.95 239 17.7%
List Message includes lists in the body of the text 0.98 179 13.2%
Nonstandard Usage Message includes nonstandard grammar or punctuation 0.91 52 3.8%
Opening Message includes an opening salutation or phrase 1.0 47 3.5%
Signoff Message includes a closing remark or signature 0.96 472 34.9%
Subheadings Message includes subheadings in the body of the text 0.85 64 4.7%
Subject Line Message includes a completed subject line in the header 1.0 1262 93.3%
Word or Phrase Emphasis Message emphasizes some words or phrases 0.94 205 15.2%
Other Message includes other structural indicators (residual) 0.72 164 12.1%
Language Indicators:
Emphatic Message includes strong discussion or argument 0.84 322 23.8%
Humorous Message includes jokes or humorous references 0.80 144 10.6%
Informal Message indicates informality and colloquialism 0.84 899 66.4%
Sarcastic Message includes words denoting sarcasm or irony 0.43 87 6.4%
Other Message contains other emotion (e.g., anger, sympathy) 0.79 38 2.8%
i~~~~- .
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Table 2: Definition and Distribution of Genres of Communication in Archive
Traditional Genres Variable Definition of Genre V l!es N %
Letter LETTER opening; signoff; single recipient; r,- subject
line; no heading; no embedded mes&age; no 0 0.0%
graphical element; no nonstandard elements; no
aside to individuals; no informal language
Informal Letter Variant VLETTER same as LETTER but with no restriction on 4 0.3%
number of recipients and subject line
Memo MEMO subject line; no opening; no signoff; no heading;
no embedded message; no graphical element; no 215 15.9%
nonstandard elements; no aside to individuals;
no informal language
Informal Memo Variant VMEMO same as MEMO but with no restriction on 547 40.4%
formal language
Note NOTE opening; signoff; no subject line; no heading; no 3 0.2%
embedded message; no aside to individuals
Variable 2Emergent Genres Variable Definition of Genre Variables NName
Common LISP Proposal CLPROP secondary purpose="proposal"; LISP code 109 8.1%
Dialogue DIALOG secondary purpose="response"; subject line; 267 19.7%
embedded message
Ballot BALLOT not captured by coding categories; identified 6 0.4%
through textual analysis of those messages
where secondary pupose="other" (50 msgs)3 (3.7%)
1 The numbers in this column do not add up to 100 percent because not all the messages in the archive were uniquely classified as traditional genres
of communication.
2 The numbers in this column do not add up to 100 percent because not all the messages in the archive were uniquely classified as emergent genres of
communication. Further, some of the messages were not uniquely classified, and overlapped with some of the other genres.
3 This includes 6 Ballot Forms, 38 Ballot Responses, and 6 Ballot Responses. Additional responses to each ballot were eliminated from our data set
when peripheral participants were eliminated.
Figure 1: Example of Dialogue
Date: Monday, 8 November 1982 21:40-EST
From:
To: Scott 
Cc: coron-lisp at SU-AI
Subject: asterisks around variables
In-reply-to: The message of 8 Nov 1962 20:56-EST from Scott t
Date: onday, 8 November 1982 20:56-EST
From: Scott
(2) To me, the purpose of the asterisks is to flag those variables that
are "property of Lisp" so that the user doesn't accidentally
blunder into then.
Him, that's an interesting nd novel idea. VW handle that by having DEFVAR
complain if you define the am variable in ore than one file, and by
using pckages to decrease the likelihood of that. The asterisks are not
there to distinguish the system's vriables from the user's variables.
My philosophy is "the fewer magic distinctions between the system and the
user the better; anything the system can do the user should be able to
understand and to chla g."
Figure 2: Example of Common Lisp Proposal
Date: 27 pril 1983 15:30 uDT
From: Kent
To:
cc: Comma-Lisp e SU-AI
The T dialect has a fmily of special form clled things like CSE, SELECT, etc.
end a rlated family called LZCSE, ISELCT, tc. meanin "exhaustive". I suggest
that Comao-Lisp could adopt a simllar convention.
(XLZC 00 .. for.. )
would be like
(SILECT FO .. form.. (OTM WISl . .error..))
Is this what yo're Israki fter
Figure 3: Example of Ballot Form (excerpt)
Date: Non, 30 ay 1983 02:18 EIT
From: Scott 
To: comon-lisepsu-ai
Subject: Norwial Day Ballot
Memorial Day Ballot:
I was going to send these out in smaller doses, but a bunch of issues
built up and I decided that a real ballot would be easier. fw ore
issues will be sent out for consideration as soon as we have come up
with rome coherent proposals and analyses. Please reply by Wednesday
afternoon to and/or Comon Lisp.
Recomendations in square brackets are by Scott ~ .
1. It is proposed that we eliminate PUSE-NUBR from the manual.
[I a strongly in favor of this. This function is hard to document
properly, hard to frplmnt in its full genorality, and useless. Most
of what this function does can be handled simply by clling READ on the
string. Other cases, such as Taco-like integer prefixes, can easily be
handled by pplication-specific uer functions to scan a tring for the
first non-digit, etc. 
2. LOOP should create a LOCK NIL around the TAGBODY, so that RETURN
works .
[I am strongly in favor. If LOOP doesn't do this, the user will almost
always have to, and any future complex LOOP pckage would hve to create
such blocks a wll.]
3. Define GET-INTERNAL-TIE to get some implentation-dependent for of
runtie. Add a second function, GET-REAL-TIM that returns some measure
of lapsed real tim in the es internal-time format. On some
machines, especially personal ones, these time will be identical, and
implementations may not be able to supply one or the other, but where
both are available (as on the Vex), there are legitimate needs for both.
I a strongly in favor. 
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